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“Try again, Fail again, Fail better.” 1
The exhibition five days is about the rejection of my internalized childhood paradigms
and absence of Choctaw cultural traditions from intergenerational trauma that led to my
incorporation of the American ethos of success through hard work. Growing up isolated from
the Choctaw Nation and distancing myself from Euro-American religious doctrines, work filled
the void resultingin my identity becoming a work, pleasure and self-centered lifestyle.2 This
created shallow and toxic social connections and the pursuit of money rather than pursuit of
community. However, working jobs with repetitive labor allowed my mind the freedom to
wander in almost a meditative state. This brooding would catalyze my decision to move on and
find a better job. Ultimately though this lifestyle became unmanageable.3
Much like Aki Sasamoto’s piece Delicate Cycle, the performances of five days, falls at
the intersection of performance and sculpture, these works create object scenarios out of
narratives and actions.4 Similar to Delicate Cycle, this exhibition utilizes a “cycle of
performances articulating the stream of consciousness and associations between the various
elements,” of oral storytelling, repetitive labor and physical artifact.5 Within five days there are
many sculptural elements that linger throughout the installation. These physical artifacts act on
the viewer not only as props, rather as object scenarios forming a holistic view for the viewer of
a life of workplace. As the performer I am not acknowledging the viewer, through this strategy I
am estranging the viewer creating distance that serves to integrate my performance as part of the
larger work. Utilizing the viewer’s conditioning, that this is an artwork and also workplace
differentiates these performances from other artworks that are interactive.
The performances contained within five days utilize the positive action that came from
these meditative states of manual labor. This repetitive labor simulates various jobs I have
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worked, while the oral storytelling externalizes the brooding thoughts during these repetitive
labors. Through these stories things may be actively hidden and revealed; things that, by virtue
of this hiding and revealing activity, obtain a certain value for us as knowledge.6 By revealing
these internal conversations this work mediates connections between myself and the viewer. The
object scenarios created by the physical artifacts and labor function to provide anchors for the
storytelling and associations with larger social issues resulting from the Choctaw Nation’s
history. Overtime, I have recognised that while important hard work shouldn’t be the sole metric
for success, it can mean a number of things. Marie Watt’s Companion Species (Ferocious
Mothers and Canis Familiaris ) gathered 200 participants in a sewing circle. In reference to this
work Watt says “When eyes are diverted and hands are busy, stories and talk tend to flow.” In
this way knowledge is passed down and traditionally shared in Indigenous communities;
collective experience of different people coming together to create art is as important as the
finished artwork.7 With this work Watt is combining hard work and community to generate
knowledge and social connections. These intangibles of community knowledge and social
connections are as important as hard work for success in one's life. five days marks a transitional
point moving from an individualized perspective of success to a more community focused
viewpoint.
Life, a.
“We bought and rented homes, slept on streets, under freeways; we went to school, joined the
armed forces, … We made art and we made babies and we made a way for our people…” 8

As a child I asked my father once about Choctaw traditions. He told me that he asked his
grandfather the same question and this was his advice: “Forget about the old ways and work
hard.” I respect that this advice served both of them well in their respective generations. My
father was born in 1940 and his grandfather was probably the first generation to have lived after
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the Trail of Tears in 1830-31. My father grew up during a period of time defined by the Indian
Termination policy (1945- 1969).9 The Indian Termination policy was a concerted effort by the
American government to dissolve North American Indigenous communities and absorb them
into the larger populace. In Choctaw history between 1830 and 1970 there was a period of
strong Euro-American acculturation resulting from the influx of settler colonization and broken
treaties. This Euro-American acculturation combined with intergenerational trauma of the
Choctaw led to my being raised conserative christian fundamenatalist. Early on I rejected some
aspects of this worldview; however, some aspects were internalized. My focus became jobs to
fund self-centered and pleasure-centered activities. Resulting in abuse of alcohol, drugs,
escapism in video games and social connections that reinforced this lifestyle.
Alina Cohen describes Tracy Emin’s My Bed as a depiction “of vulnerability, a
self-portrait that doesn’t veer from the messiness of depression…self-harm, and eventual
redemption.” five days is also a self-portrait in which over the course of the performances the
viewer may encounter similar themes of depression, self-harm and redemption through the oral
storytelling. “ Looking at My Bed makes the viewer consider the events and mishaps that led up
to the wreckage.”10 five days considers the events and mishaps that led to the wreckage of my old
lifestyle and seeks to connect with the viewer through the vulnerability of externalized
storytelling.
Work, the.
I think somewhere in this mess, many Indian artists forgot who they were by doing work
that had nothing to do with their tribe, by doing work that did not tell about their existence
in the world today, and by doing work for others and not for themselves. 11
Many of these performative installations can be seen as two ideas layered together: my
history and the history of the Choctaw Nation that led to the absence of this cultural influence in
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my life. The oral storytelling and choice of labors is my story of the last 35 years. Many of these
performances deal with the absence of Choctaw culture in my life, because of the larger history
and acculturation of the Choctaw Nation prior to and during my fathers life, the introduction and
effects of lingering negative childhood patterns. As well as referencing working conditions that I
have seen over this 35 year period. The object scenarios created by the labors and the physical
artifacts reference a deeper view of Choctaw history prior to the Treaty of Hopewell in 1786
encompassing the time between 1786 and the present.
The labors are repetitive in nature, tied either to the workplace or the objects. In an
interview about his Crawls, William Pope L. says, “I crawl to remember, I am trying to
remember things I don’t want to forget and things – possibly things – things maybe I know but
don’t know I know”. 12 Pope L. has performed his crawls multiple times, this repetition of
laborious action crawling functions in a similar way to the repetition of labors in five days “to
explore the space between felt experience (of suffering, of abjection) and the abstract definitions
that shape people’s realities.”13 14 In five days the repetitive labor opens up ways to remember
experiences that I may want to forget and experiences that I know I know but don’t want to
know. Each day is marked by repetitive performative labors. genesis the first performance
moves in the materials and cleans the space. signs the second day's performance focuses on
making. transitions the third day’s focus is purely moving. constructs deals with deconstructing
and constructing.. The final day release is marked by the labors of cleaning, resetting the
fictional workplace, and returning it to the ‘real’ world.
The performances in five days are drawn from a life of working in manual labor jobs. In
SlaughterHouse Five by Kurt Vonnegut, the protagonist Billy Pilgrim becomes “unstuck in
time.” The performances here are not presented in linear order, rather something more akin to
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Billy’s experience of being “unstuck in time.”15 The first day’s performance reference point is
early childhood and beyond. The second day performance jumps 25 years to my job as a sign
maker. The third day’s performance is more nebulous, occupying multiple time frames and
places. The fourth day jumps back again 29 years, with the final day returning to the present
marking a transition point moving forward. Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse Five was his way of
describing his experience of the horrors of Dresden in World War Two. The performative
installation five days functions as a way of describing my experience of the last 35 years and
working through the harm of generations of intergenerational trauma, acculturation, and
internalized negative models.
genesis is the physical and metaphorical initiation of the work, directly informed by
cleaning from my early childhood. The themes of the oral storytelling relate to internalized
negative childhood dogmas from this period in my life. In terms of Choctaw history this can be
seen as the period preceding the Treaty of Hopewell in 1786. Outside of the workplace on the
grass there are located three pallets loaded with the tools and materials of all the performances.
The door to the outside remains open during this whole performance until the anti-slip safety
tape is applied. The first tools brought in are the broom, dustpan, mop and mop bucket and the
first labor is the cleaning of the space.16 Once the area is cleaned and the rest of the materials
brought in, the interior is delineated by anti-slip safety tape. This coarse anti-slip safety tape
marks a boundary. In 1786 the Treaty of Hopewell, the first treaty signed between America and
Choctaw Nation, the first boundary of the Choctaw Nation was established.17 Finishing the
application of the safety tape the storytelling also stops indicating the cessation of this
performance.
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signs, takes place in the southwest area of the space. This performance is informed by a
sign making job that I got after receiving my associates degree.18 Speaking to a coworker at this
job shook me out of many of my internalized attitudes and made me realize that my lifestyle and
social connections were harming me and others. The oral storytelling reflects on this job and the
time preceding this job. To fully simulate this workplace music plays nearby. The music is a
selection of classic rock songs referencing work and social connections. Examples include but
are not limited to Dolly Parton - Working 9 to 5 19, Huey Lewis and the News - Workin’ For A
Livin’,20 Loverboy - Working for the Weekend,21 and Styx - Blue Collar Man.22 Many of these
songs not only reference the struggle with work but also the importance of social relationships.
The signs are built on a work table made from reclaimed pallets. The use of reclaimed pallet
wood for this object points to resilience in the face of material deprivation. Most of the materials
for the signs are found or reclaimed materials. These signs represent treaties that ceded more
and more land to the new American Nation, starting with the boundary designated in the Treaty
of Hopewell in 1786, progressing to smaller areas relational to treaties signed by America with
the Choctaw Nation prior to the Trail of Tears. 23 Once each sign is completed the amount of land
that was ceded in the treaty which the sign represents is written in the center. These signs and
this progression point to the events that led to the Choctaws acculturation from 1830 to 1970.
Typical materials for creating signs would be aluminum sheet and transparent acrylic. I have
instead chosen to use cardboard and plywood materials thought of as ubiquitous and disposable.
This choice negates the function of promotion and commercialization of classic signs. Rather
these materials are made up of combined versions of themselves creating a stronger component.
Much like myself and the Choctaw Nation have shown resilience and combined into something
stronger.
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transition is situated within the two smaller spaces. This labor and the narratives are
informed by a period of moving in my life from 2007 to 2015. In each room there is a pallet
lying on the floor which signifies a transitional place, this is the area that one is moving from or
to.24 The cardboard boxes stacked on the pallets represent not only physical accumulation but
psychological accumulation of place. Each box is labeled, in some boxes only the contents of
the box are listed while others may also have a memory of a place listed. These memories point
to the psychological accumulation of place. The repetitive labor of the work is the removal of
one box at a time from the beginning pallet and the transfer of the box to the other pallet. In her
work Creation or Death: We Will Win, Rebecca Belmore moves a pile of dirt up a long
staircase.25 Dirt is lost at every stage, uncertain that any will make it to the top of the stairs,
representing the struggle of Indigenous people to reclaim their territories and culture.26
transition represents the struggles, and constant transitions of being left without home and
community. Upon the complete transfer from one pallet to another I may rest for a brief period
of time between two to three minutes. The pause represents settling in and acclimation before the
next transition. This cycle is repeated ten times representing how many times I moved in the
period between 2007 and 2015 and the amount of times the Choctaw were moved before being
located in the current area of the Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma.
constructs is focused around a pallet located centrally within the space. The performative
labor for this work is informed by my first ever “job” given to me by my father when I was
seven. The oral storytelling of this performance centers around stories about my father. This
labor is a continual act of deconstructing and constructing a pallet.27 Working on, and around the
pallet a hammer is used to wrench off the boards, referencing not only the personal work of
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deconstructing doctrines through the recognition of my ignorance and gaining new knowledge
but the continual deconstruction of the Choctaw Nation since 1786. The hammer references tools
that I used as a child. Often these tools were found broken and repaired just like this one has
been. Once a board has been freed from the pallet the hammer pounds out each nail, with the
sound of the blows reverberating in the space. In Like a Hammer Gibson pounds on a drum in an
action that reads as if he is using a sledge hammer.28 29 Gibson’s larger exhibition Like a Hammer
in which he presents all of his work since 2011 also functions similarly to five days. Like a
Hammer chronicles a pivotal moment in Gibson’s career when his contemporary artistic practice
converged with his Native American heritage.30 five days can be read as a divergence from my
old ways and a convergence point with new communities. In constructs the rhythmic pounding
of the hammer can be read as a workplace percussion instrument. This labor of removal of the
boards continues until the pallet has been deconstructed. After the deconstruction of the pallet,
the next labor is the construction of the pallet. Each beginning point of deconstruction or
construction will loop the narrative for the duration. The duration of this performance is eight
hours which marks a typical American workday. Francis Alÿs says of his work Paradox of
Praxis, “Sometimes, to make something is really to make nothing; and paradoxically, sometimes
to make nothing is to make something.”31 Alÿs pushed a large block of ice through the streets of
Mexico City until it became a puddle of water.32 With this ice block, Alÿs alluded to the
seemingly unproductive hardship involved in the daily survival tactics of most people in the
region.33 The cyclical deconstruction and construction of the preexisting pallet points to survival
tactics of peoples across America that have endured hardship and yet are never completely
destroyed. Similarly in the long history of the Choctaw Nation, culture is neither destroyed or
completely remade anew.
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release the fifth day, the narratives deal with the point of transition from thinking about
work as a sole metric for success and moving on to the hard work of education and community
building. In release the labor is the removal of all of the materials and one final cleaning.34 This
cleaning is also a cleansing, as part of the performance in Delicate Cycle Aki Sasamoto says
“When you get the stain in your life that's when you do laundry.”35 In this performance, the
cleaning and clearing out of the gallery is a type of “laundry”, a removal of the final stains.
With the creation of this series of performances I have realized through hard work in art
practice my paradigms have shifted again. Instead of relying solely on individualized hard work,
success comes in recognizing the value of community as well cultural knowledge. Robotically
following elements of my childhood dogmas most of my adult life I ultimately failed to
recognize that the Choctaw Nation started to rebuild. After the successful opposition to the
Indian Termination Policy on August 24, 1970 the Chahta Nation rebuilt the tribal governments
and are shaping a vision of a contemporary Chahta culture. 36 This reconstruction like my own is
not a nostalgic look at the past; rather a fusion and transition to something new.
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Fig. 1

Aki Sasamoto, Delicate Cycle, * Documentation of September 18, 2016 performance. Video:
Adam Khalil
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Fig. 2

Installation view of Tracey Emin, My Bed, at the Turner Prize Exhibition, Tate Gallery, London,
1999-2000. Photo © Stephen White. © 2018 Tracey Emin. All rights reserved, DACS, London /
Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Courtesy of White Cube.
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Fig. 3

Pope.L, How Much is that Nigger in the Window a.k.a. Tompkins Square Crawl, New York,
1991. AR October 2019 feature
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Fig. 4

David Beams, genesis, MFA Culminating Activity, Boise State University, 2022
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Fig. 5

David Beams, signs, MFA Culminating Activity, Boise State University, 2022
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Fig. 6

David Beams, transition, MFA Culminating Activity, Boise State University, 2022
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Fig. 7

Rebecca Belmore, Creation or Death: We Will Win, 1991, IV Bienal de la Habana, Castillo de la
Fuerza, Havana
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Fig. 8

David Beams, constructs, MFA Culminating Activity, Boise State University, 2022
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Fig. 9

Jeffery Gibson, Like a Hammer, 2016, screenshot from video located on Gibson’s Website
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Fig. 10

Francis Alÿs, Paradox of Praxis 1(Sometimes Making Something Leads to Nothing), 1997
Documentation of an action, Mexico City
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Fig. 11

David Beams, release, MFA Culminating Activity, Boise State University, 2022
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